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Media	 representations	 of	 the	 Covid-19	 pandemic	 and	 its	 devastating	
consequences	have	shaped	people’s	 fears,	anxiety,	and	perceptions	of	
vulnerability.	Social	scientists	have	examined	the	consequences	of	how	
information	 is	 “framed.”	 Framing	 theory	 asserts	 that	 issues	 can	 be	





This	paper	examines	 the	ways	 that	 “age”	has	been	 framed	during	 the	
Covid-19	 pandemic.	 One	 of	 the	 most	 dominant	 frames	 in	 terms	 of	
COVID-19	 coverage	 is	 how	 the	 pandemic	 has	 been	 analyzed	 through	
the	lens	of	age	and	framed	in	terms	of	age	discrimination.		The	results	
of	news	articles	appearing	 in	 several	prominent	newspapers	 indicate	






People’s	 understanding	 of	 the	 world	 is	 shaped	 by	 how	 information	 is	 presented.	 	 A	 theory	 of	
framing	 asserts	 that	 issues	 can	 be	 portrayed	 differently	 by	 emphasizing	 or	 de-emphasizing	
aspects	and	information.	Framing	may	be	thought	of	as	the	core	element	of	a	message	structure.	It	
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from	 an	 individual’s	 point	 of	 view,	 something	 that	 may	 appear	 to	 be	 happening	 may	 not	 be	 a	
reality,	but	a	misunderstanding	of	events	(Goffman,	1986).	According	to	Lakoff	(2004),	the	impact	
of	a	message	is	not	based	on	what	is	said	but	how	it	is	said.	Theories	of	framing	focus	on	how	the	
media	 frames	 issues,	 which	 then	 structure	 and	 shape	 attitudes	 and	 policies.	 The	 work	 of	
Kahneman	and	Tversky	(1984)	explored	the	fact	that	people	do	not	behave	in	a	rational	manner;	












Framing news stories goes beyond the personal; it also has political consequences. From a variety of 
social science research, it is clear that linguistic frames influence social and political perceptions and 
policies (Ryan & Gamson, 2006; Shen & Edwards, 2005; Gamson, 1992; Iyengar, 1991; Kinder & 
Sanders, 1990; Terkildsen & Schnell, 1997). Framing also shapes prejudices and stereotypes 
(Mendelberg, 1997). Social science researchers have explored how framing has influenced a variety of 
issues including immigration (e.g., Haynes, Merolla, & Ramakrishnan, 2016), gun control (Callaghan & 
Schnell, 2001), welfare (Iyengar, 1991), same-sex marriage (Ryan and Gamson, 2006), abortion 
(Terkildsen, Schnell, & Ling, 1998; Chong & Druckman, 2007; Ryan & Gamson, 2006). Framing also 
has powerful implications on how the public views the 2020 public health crisis.	 The COVID-19 
pandemic provides a useful lens through which one can examine the causes and consequences of issue 
framing. Given its novelty, it is particularly sensitive to media framing as it is an area that is new to the 




has	 been	 analyzed	 through	 the	 lens	 of	 age	 and	 framed	 in	 terms	 of	 ageism.	Not	 surprisingly,	 all	
news	 coverage	 in	 all	 media	 outlets	 was	 dominated	 by	 the	 pandemic.	 For	 example,	 between	
01/31/2020,	 the	day	 the	U.S.	 government	 issued	a	proclamation	banning	entry	 to	 the	U.S.	 from	















random	sample	of	daily	articles	 from	 the	New	York	Times,	Wall	 Street	 Journal,	Washington	Post,	














die	 of	 COVID-19,	 this	 is	 true	 for	many	 diseases.	 As	 of	 May	 2020,	 there	 were	 54,861	 recorded	

















frail	and	vulnerable	and,	 thus,	 in	need	of	 the	younger	generations’	protection.	As	a	result,	social	









the	 Florida	 beaches.”	 	 There	 appeared	 to	 be	 a	 similar	 narrative	 in	 analyzed	 new	 articles,	 a	
narrative	 in	which	older	 adults	were	 described	 in	 passive	 terms,	 thus,	denying	 agency	 (i.e.,	 the	









social	 distancing	 protocols	 (e.g.,	 “When	 Older	 Relatives	 Shrug	 at	 Coronavirus	 Restrictions;	






social	 distancing	 than	 their	 younger	 counterparts.	 In	 a	 poll	 from	 The	 Associated	 Press-NORC	




While	 the	 frames	 that	depict	 the	old	as	vulnerable	are	probably	well	 intentioned,	 they	 compete	
with	more	malicious	frames	that	highlight	the	generational	divide	that	the	COVID-19	outbreak	has	
precipitated.	The	meme	‘Boomer	remover,’	trending	since	mid-March	2020,	epitomizes	the	worst	





he	 suggested	 that	 senior	 citizens	 take	 a	 chance	 on	 their	 survival	 in	 exchange	 for	 “keeping	 the	
America	that	all	America	loves	for	your	children	and	grandchildren”	(Sargent,	2020).	These	types	













Frames	matter.	 They	 have	 significant	 consequences	 because	 they	 shape	 opinions	 and	 influence	
behavior.	First	of	all,	framing	COVID-19	as	a	condition	primarily	lethal	to	older	people	ignores	the	
real	risks	to	younger	generations	and	might	have	slowed	down	some	countries’	responses.	World	
Health	 Organization	 (WHO)	 Director-General	 Tedros	 Adhanom	 Ghebreyesus	 stated	 that	 some	
countries	 deemed	 the	 coronavirus	 threat	 “less	worthy	 of	 the	 best	 efforts	 to	 contain	 it”	 because	












On	Fox	News,	Bill	O’Reilly	stated	 in	an	 interview	with	Sean	Hannity	 that	 “Many	people	who	are	
dying	 [of	COVID-19],	both	here	and	around	 the	world,	were	on	 their	 last	 legs	anyway”	 (Glick	&	
Cuddy,	 2020).	 Dr.	 Gilad	 Hirschberger,	 a	 professor	 of	 psychology,	 explains	 this	 phenomenon	 as	
follows:	“When	something	like	a	pandemic	happens,	not	only	do	we	look	for	someone	to	blame,	we	




Framing	also	 reinforces	 stereotypes	and	evokes	emotions	 (Mendelberg,	1997).	 	By	 ignoring	 the	
diversity	of	older	people,	it	homogenizes	age	cohorts.		Because	of	this	tendency,	older	adults	have	












ethnicity,	 or	 socioeconomic	 status.	 As	 Jo	Ann	 Jenkins,	 the	 CEO	 of	 AARP,	 says,	 “Coronavirus	and	
aging	have	something	in	common:	No	one	is	immune	from	either.	The	fact	is,	COVID-19	is	having	
devastating	 impacts	 on	 people	 no	 matter	 age,	 geography,	 or	 any	 other	 characteristic”	 (Yuko,	
2020).		
	
Discussions	about	weighing	a	 few	more	deaths	against	 the	health	of	 the	economy	also	reinforce	
the	notion	that	older	adults	are	not	contributing	to	society	anymore.	In	reality,	people	today	are	
living	longer	than	they	have	in	the	past,	and	adults	60	and	older	are	increasingly	make	important	
economic	 and	 social	 contributions	 to	 our	 society	 (Sadruddin	 &	 Inhorn,	 2020).	 Moreover,	 such	
discussion	also	 suggests	 that	older	adults	 are	expendable.	 As	Friedman	 (2020)	writes,	 “Debates	
over	who	is	most	at	risk	for	coronavirus,	who	should	receive	priority	for	ventilators,	and	when	to	
reopen	 the	 economy	 really	 all	 boil	 down	 to	 a	 single	 question:	How	much	 are	 our	 lives	worth?”	
Whether	we	are	aware	of	it	or	not,	we	are	assigning	value	to	the	lives	of	others	when	we	debate	
such	 issues.	 Unfortunately,	 “the	 price	 tags	 routinely	 placed	 on	 human	 lives	 have	 major	















it	 is	 particularly	 important	 to	 frame	 information	 relating	 this	 phenomenon	 in	 such	 a	way	 that	
reduces	the	stigmatization	and	marginalization	of	older	adults.	There	is	no	doubt	that	they	are	the	
prime	victims	of	the	virus.	Nonetheless,	they	should	not	have	to	experience	the	double	jeopardy	of	
being	portrayed	as	expendable.	 Statistics	about	different	health	outcomes	are	 clearly	 important	










While	 these	 recommendations	 apply	 to	 the	 aggregate	 level,	 it	 is	 also	 important	 to	 be	 cognizant	
about	how	individual	use	of	language	can	shape	perceptions	about	aging.	Referring	to	older	adults	
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